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Abraham Kuyper and the Holland-America Line of Liberty
John Bolt
Professor of Systematic Theology
Calvin Theological Seminary

A distinguished-looking, somewhat portly Dutch visitor came to Grand
Rapids, Michigan, one hundred years ago and on October 26, 1898, gave
an inspirational address to an enthusiastic crowd of some 2000 DutchAmerican immigrants praising the American experiment in ordered liberty.1
Standing on a stage draped with both the American and Dutch flags he told
his audience:
I am glad…to stand as I do between these two flags, both the emblem of sturdy liberty (and) loving sentiment. The flag at my left is
my flag, yours no longer. The stars and stripes on my right hand is
your flag (applause). This is your flag and you should love it and
defend it with your life, if called upon, with the same devotion that
your Holland ancestors were willing to defend their liberty and their
religion. As Hollanders a few centuries ago, we freed ourselves from
oppression and brought the proud Spaniard to his knees suing for
peace after 80 years of hard fighting. What it took us 80 years to do
you accomplished in 80 days and we on the other side rejoice with
you and admire your greatness.2

He then called on his hearers to “make this great land your fatherland
indeed,” noting that “the Dutch blood and the American blood are so nearly
akin that it should mingle without difficulty.” Then followed this grandiloquent historical prophecy: “America is destined in the providence of God
to become the most glorious and noble nation the world has ever seen.
Some day its renown will eclipse the renown and splendor of Rome, Greece
and the old races.” Rhetorically, he asked, “How do I know this?” He answered first in general terms: “I believe that America’s greatness is due to a
great extent under the providence of God, to the broadening process of all
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the different nations of the world into one great and overwhelming nation.” In other words, America’s greatness is linked to what another European, the French emigré farmer, J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur, called the
“new man” of the American melting pot.3 But even more important, the
speaker linked America’s present and future greatness as the land of liberty
to the stand it took on religion. Here our Dutch guest made the claim that
America’s national success “is due to Calvinistic principles and doctrines.”
Referring to the Pilgrim Fathers and to Puritanism, he contended that
America, “more than any other is a religious Calvinistic nation” and that
this religious genius was the fountainhead of its liberty.
The Dutchman was Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920), a leader of reform
in the National Dutch Reformed Church (Nederlands Hervormde Kerk), theologian-educator and founder of a new independent Christian University,
the Free University of Amsterdam in 1880, politician-statesman who served
as Dutch Prime Minister from 1901 to 1905, and above all, journalist par
excellence.4 By 1898 his list of accomplishments was already remarkable
and his growing international reputation as leader of a significant neo-Calvinist theological and sociocultural revival (paralleling in a minor key the
international neo-Thomist revival within late nineteenth-century Roman
Catholicism) had earned for him an invitation from Princeton University
to receive an honorary Doctor of Laws and deliver the prestigious Stone
Lectures for that year.5 In the afterglow of his Princeton appearance Kuyper
went on a whirlwind lecture tour of the American Midwest, paying particular respect to the several colonies of nineteenth-century Dutch Reformed
immigrants in Western Michigan, Chicago, and Iowa who listened enthusiastically to his speeches and fêted him as royally as if he was in his native
land.6
There is much about Kuyper’s Grand Rapids visit that is interesting, but
my primary concern is to focus on Kuyper’s visit to America more broadly,7
and to his understanding of liberty and the crucial role of religion in the
American experiment of ordered liberty. I shall provide a summary of
Kuyper’s views from several different though complementary vantage
points,8 reflect on the nature of his visit as a “pilgrimage,” briefly indicate
the evaluation given by others of Kuyper’s reading of the American experiment, particularly his emphasis on the “Dutch connection,” suggest some
“lessons” to be learned from this, and conclude with a few comments on
the press reception of his address in Grand Rapids. Kuyper, of course, was
not the first to make such claims about the linkage of religion and liberty
in America9 and so I shall also include a few comparisons between his views
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and those of two other and earlier nineteenth-century European pilgrims10
to the American shrine of liberty: The Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville
who visited the United States in 1831 and whose Democracy in America, in
the judgment of many, remains “the most brilliant and searching account
of America ever written,”11 and the great English Victorian-era historian and
political thinker, Lord John Acton, who crossed the Atlantic in 1853.12
Tocqueville’s framework is central to this discussion since both Acton13 and
Kuyper14 read and used Tocqueville’s interpretation of revolution and of
the American experiment.
Calvinism and American Liberty
From the outset it needs to be noted that America already had a special
place in Kuyper’s heart early in his public career15 and that his vision of
America was an important part of his overall public theology. His biographer put it this way:
The new republic of the United States drew Kuyper’s heart and head
more than old Europe. To a large extent his ecclesiastical and political exertions were even based on what he judged to be the situation
in America. He confessed a “near fanatic sympathy for the life now
full-blown in America,” since the “free life of free citizens” appeared
to him as the fruit of Calvinism.16

In a recent study of Kuyper’s Princeton Stone Lectures on Calvinism, the
occasion for his visit to the United States, Peter Heslam observes that “primarily in his role as editor of [the daily newspaper] De Standaard, Kuyper
had demonstrated a sustained and active interest in American affairs and
had developed over several decades an image of American history and culture which was inextricably linked to his perception of Calvinism.”17
As Kuyper told the story of human liberty in its development,18 it was
Calvinism with its emphasis on divine sovereignty and human dignity that
gave birth to political freedom. The Calvinist seed, planted in Switzerland
and transplanted to the Netherlands in the sixteenth century, had initially
flourished there but then had its growth stunted by compromises forced on
the Calvinists, first by the Remonstrant-inspired desire for tolerance,19 and
finally by the atheistic ni dieu, ni maitre worldview of the French Revolution
that transformed Dutch life during the French-dominated Batavian Republic from 1795 to 1806. Kuyper had a passionate distaste for the spirit of the
French Revolution. Much like Edmund Burke20 he recognized its profound
history-shaping significance and at the same time considered it to be the
single most important source of all the political maladies that followed in
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its wake. “The history of our times,” he contended, “starts from the unbelief
of the French Revolution:”21
Voltaire’s mad cry, ‘Down with the Scoundrel,’ was aimed at Christ
himself, but this cry was merely the expression of the most hidden
thought from which the French Revolution sprang. The fanatic cry
of another philosopher, “We no more need a God,” and the odious
shibboleth, “No God, no Master,” of the Convention;—these were
the sacrilegious watchwords which at that time heralded the liberation of man as an emancipation from all Divine Authority. And if,
in His impenetrable wisdom, God employed the Revolution as a
means by which to overthrow the tyranny of the Bourbons, and to
bring judgment on the princes who abused His nations as their footstool, nevertheless the principle of that Revolution remains thoroughly anti-Christian, and has since spread like a cancer, dissolving
and undermining all that stood firm and consistent before our Christian faith.22

In sharp contrast, the American Revolution, Kuyper told his American
audience at Princeton University in 1898, was signally different; its liberty
was not grounded in atheistic rebellion against God but in an appropriate,
Calvinist-inspired rejection of tyranny. Liberty was a political good, hardwon by Dutch Calvinists in their struggle against Spain as well as by Americans from Great Britain. This liberty and the political experiment that
ordered it was a beacon for the future of world history. Providentially-led
world history had, in Kuyper’s view, a clear and certain telos and its worldstream, for the most part fed by the religious springs of Calvinism, was to
follow a clearly marked channel:
There is but one world-stream, broad and fresh, which from the
beginning bore the promise of the future. This stream had its rise in
Middle Asia and the Levant, and has steadily continued its course
from East to West. From Western Europe it has passed on to your
Eastern States, and from thence to California. The sources of this
stream of development are found in Babylon and in the valley of
the Nile. From thence it flowed on to Greece. From Greece it passed
on to the Roman Empire. From the Romantic nations it continued
its way to the Northwestern parts of Europe, and from Holland and
England it reaches at length your continent.

What Kuyper adds at this point is particularly striking from our vantage
point at the close of the twentieth century and its developments (recall, he
is writing this in 1898):
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At present that stream [of world history] is at a standstill. Its Western
course through China and Japan is impeded; meanwhile no one can tell
what forces for the future may yet lie slumbering in the Slavic races which
have thus far failed of progress. But while this secret of the future is
still veiled in mystery, the course of this world stream from East to
West can be denied by none.23

The American experiment in ordered liberty, in other words, is holy, the
providentially-destined and inevitable “end of history.”
The Antirevolutionary American Revolution: The End of History?
If it had been possible for Kuyper to see the world-shaking political
events of 1989, especially the Chinese student demonstration in Tiananmen
Square where a 33-foot, white, plaster replica of the Statue of Liberty, named
the “Goddess of Democracy” by demonstrators, provoked the brutal suppression by Red Army tanks, he would undoubtedly have felt his vision
vindicated. The forces of repression singled out America as the ultimate
symbol of the spirit of human liberty they so much feared, and a replica of
America’s great icon of liberty became the occasion for rolling out the tanks
into Tiananmen Square.25
In reflecting on the French Revolution and the events of 1989, the temptation to follow Kuyper and draw universal, meta-narrative historical conclusions is almost irresistible. Two revolutions, two hundred years apart,
symbolizing a defined era. With 1789 representing the initial triumph of
atheistic, secular, totalitarian and bloody ideology, 1989 then represents its
pathetic end and the ideological, if not yet fully political, triumph of the
American experiment. This conclusion in fact has been drawn in the realm
of speculative philosophy of history,26 as well as in more sober, empirical,
historical accounting of the twentieth-century’s trajectory.27
For Kuyper the “revolutions” of 1989 would have represented the triumph of “American” antirevolutionary principles. It was the antirevolutionary
character of the American revolution that led him, in sharp contrast to the
atheistic French Revolution, to judge its spirit of liberty as Christian, as
Calvinist.28 As Kuyper read it, in America a genuine antirevolutionary, truly
democratic political vision of liberty was brought across the Atlantic by the
Pilgrims (after their stay in the Netherlands), developed into full bloom
under the leadership of Washington, and, so Kuyper claimed, was exemplified in the eventual victory of Alexander Hamilton’s principles over those
of Thomas Jefferson. Kuyper, unafraid to intrude himself into American as
well as Dutch national mythology, repeatedly appealed to what he judged
as an important conflict of principles embodied in the clash between these
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two iconic American founders, linking Jefferson in favor of and Hamilton
in opposition to atheistic French revolutionary principles.29 Here Kuyper
clearly oversimplified an important and complex American constitutional
debate.30 Focusing singularly on Jefferson’s enthusiasm for the French Revolution led him to ignore features of the two men’s thought that could easily
have led to the opposite conclusion. For example, Kuyper’s own profound
sympathy for regional, local, smaller units of government power and his
strong disaffection for centralized government power made him on this
level far more Jeffersonian than Hamiltonian. In fact, one of the places
where Kuyper’s own political understanding comes remarkably close to the
genius of the American system is in the tenth article of the Dutch Antirevolutionary Party Program of 1879, where the strong bias against centralized
government and the devolution of power to local units is similar in intent
to Article 10 of America’s Bill of Rights:
ARP Platform, art. 10
It is the desire [of the ARP] that local and municipal autonomy be restored by means of decentralization,
insofar as this does not conflict with
the requirements of national unity
nor violate the rights of individual
persons.31

U. S. Bill of Rights, art. 10
The powers not delegated to the
United States by the Constitution,
nor prohibited by it to the States, are
reserved to the States respectively, or
to the people.

Furthermore, though Kuyper surely had a valid concern about the revolutionary sympathies of a Jefferson who said that “the tree of liberty must
be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants. It is
its natural manure,” he could have taken sides with a more amenable American founding father in Jefferson’s lifelong intellectual sparring partner and
friend John Adams,32 rather than with the man who died in a duel with the
rascally Aaron Burr.33 Nonetheless, Kuyper was actually in good company
here since Jefferson and Hamilton often served as symbols of a key American political polarization.34 Jefferson biographer Alf J. Mapp, Jr. observes
that “popular opinion for generations would make them the simplistic symbols of opposing philosophies so that through history they would ride a
seesaw of public esteem…Because many Northerners were wont to blame
secession on Jeffersonian democracy, the Virginian’s reputation ‘merely
survived’ the Civil War whereas that of Hamilton, the strong advocate of
centralized government ‘was remade by it.’”35 Kuyper’s simplistic intrusion
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into American constitutional historiography was thus neither singular nor
altogether eccentric. As we shall see later on in this essay, Lord Acton also
appealed to the Hamilton-Jefferson clash of principles in his assessment of
the American civil war.
What we must take note of here is that even before he came to visit in
1898 Kuyper already had definite ideas about America’s founding and future.36 He shared the view of those visitors described by another important
late nineteenth-century visitor, James Bryce, who, upon observing the fascination of America’s institutions to visitors, called attention to the belief
that American political institutions were seen as a “new type…an experiment in the rule of the multitude, tried on a scale unprecedently vast, and
the results of which everyone is concerned to watch. And yet they are something more than an experiment, for they are believed to disclose and display the type of institutions toward which, as by a law of fate, the rest of
civilized mankind are forced to move.”37 Similarly, Alexis de Tocqueville, in
the introduction to his Democracy in America, judged the American model
to be the inevitable wave of the historical future:
A great democratic revolution is taking place in our midst; everybody sees it, but by no means everybody judges it the same way.
Some think it a new thing and, supposing it an accident, hope that
they can still check it; others think it irresistible, because it seems to
them the most continuous, ancient, and permanent tendency known
to history.

Tocqueville’s own choice between these two views is clear: “The gradual
progress of equality is something fated.”38 It is the strength of Kuyper’s own
conviction about the course of liberty and America’s role in world history,
a conviction that predated his actual visit, that makes it appropriate to think
of Kuyper’s 1898 visit to America as a pilgrimage to the political shrine of
liberty, as an opportunity to experience the novus ordo seclorum first hand.
Pilgrims to the Shrine of Liberty: The Transformation of “Sacred Space”
The many nineteenth-century European travelers, including Kuyper,
Tocqueville, and Acton, who came to see the new American experiment in
liberty and recorded their impressions for posterity were hardly the first
chroniclers of travel tales in human history. The appeal of the remote and
the exotic has always encouraged the adventurous to travel and has stimulated the production of travel tales as well as visual images39 to satisfy the
curiosity of the more timid. “Man has always been an inquisitive animal.
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Lands beyond the horizon have never ceased to intrigue him. From the
days of Herodotus onward, traveler’s tales have always found a ready audience.”40 These accounts of faraway places served different purposes. Some
purport simply to be descriptive and historical and others have a more obvious moral or political didactic purpose, while still others are imaginative
constructs intended in the first place to delight and entertain or perhaps
satirize.41 In addition, the travel metaphor serves a more religious, even
mythic function in “pilgrim” stories. Pilgrim narratives as old as Homer’s
Odyssey and the Gilgamesh Epic, as well as more recent ones such as those of
Dante and Bunyan, serve as archetypal, sacred journey and return myths.
However interpreted, the pilgrimage symbol is profoundly universal among
the world’s cultures and religions.42 All religions have therefore some sense
of “sacred space,” the place where the “sacred” can be experienced most
intensely.43 To understand how America itself became a “sacred space,” we
need to take note of a significant development that took place during the
Protestant Reformation.
The Protestant Reformation, among other things, had a profound impact on the notion of pilgrimage and sacredness. In addition to the spiritual critique of pilgrimage abuses (wonderfully catalogued by Chaucer as
well as Erasmus in The Praise of Folly), the Reformers also criticized the very
idea of pilgrimage on theological grounds. The heart of the believer was
said to be the sacred place where God’s spirit dwelled. “The important thing
was not to leave one’s country but one’s self. Emphasis was laid upon the
value of dying with Christ, of undergoing the crucifixion of the self, rather
than on actively assuming a cross and travelling to the earthly Jerusalem.”44
Luther’s point of view was clearly articulated in his Letter to the Christian
Nobility:
All pilgrimages should be stopped. There is no good in them: no
commandment enjoins them, no obedience attaches to them. Rather
do these pilgrimages give countless occasions to commit sin and to
despise God’s commandments.45

But, apart from Protestant concern about what was judged to be the spiritual abuses in pilgrimage practice, including opportunity for immorality,
idolatrous devotion to relics and images, and the general meritoriousness
of the act of pilgrimage itself, the Reformation’s indirect undermining of
the very idea of sacred space is equally important. It is not accidental that
Luther, in the same address where pilgrimages are denounced, also vigorously opposes the notion of all restricted, sacramentally set-apart sacred-
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ness. Priestly or episcopal consecration does not sanctify and set apart, says
Luther, only baptism. “For whoever comes out of the water of baptism can
boast that he is already consecrated priest, bishop, and pope, although of
course it is not seemly that just anyone should exercise such an office.”46
The egalitarian implication of this notion of universal priesthood rooted
in baptism is transparent: “It follows from this argument that there is no
true, basic difference between laymen and priests, princes and bishops,
between religious and secular, except for the sake of office and work, but
not for the sake of status. They are all of the spiritual estate, all are truly priests,
bishops and popes. But they do not all have the same work to do…Christ
does not have two bodies, one temporal, the other spiritual. There is but
one Head and one body.”47 Similarly, Calvin also desacralizes church buildings while at the same time sanctifying all space devoted to Christ. There is
a “lawful use of church buildings” for prayer and worship, Calvin says, but
“we in turn must guard against either taking them to be God’s proper dwelling places, whence he may more nearly incline his ear to us—as they began
to be regarded some centuries ago—or feigning for them some secret holiness, which would render prayer more sacred before God. For since we
ourselves are God’s true temples, if we would call upon God in his holy
temple, we must pray within ourselves.”48
The thoroughness of Calvin’s sanctification of worldly callings is clear
when he refers not to the sacred ministry of the word but to civil magistracy
as a “calling, not only holy and lawful before God, but also the most sacred
and by far the most honorable of all callings in the whole life of mortal man.”49
When this conviction about the holiness of politics is combined with viewing the public, corporate life of the people as the locus of the sacred, the
Calvinist tradition paves the way for political pilgrimages, journeys to places
where Christ’s reign was enshrined by means of a text—originally simply
scriptural law—governing an earthly polis. Visitors such as Scotland’s John
Knox thus came to Geneva to see Calvin’s “school of Christ” in the citystate as well as the church.50 Thus, America—a nation where a holy experiment in ordered liberty is enshrined by devotion to a text—understandably
became an object of political pilgrimage, an enacted, embodied shrine of
liberty. Furthermore, the phenomenon of political pilgrimage, such as the
visits of Tocqueville, Acton, and Kuyper to America in the nineteenth century, must also be viewed in light of a specific type in the broader genre of
travel literature, namely “golden age” and utopian works.51 The reports of
visitors to America came to fit the pattern of this genre of literature perfectly; they had, after all, been to the “new world.”
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In many respects America was a “new world” myth waiting to be born.
“Before America could be discovered, it had to be imagined. Columbus
knew what he hoped to find before he left Europe. Geographically, America
was imagined in advance of its discovery as an arboreal paradise, Europe’s
dream of verduous luxury.”52 This “new world” dream came from a long
line of storytellers beginning with the Greeks and including Hesiod, Ovid,
and Horace. “In the beginning,” noted the seventeenth-century British political philosopher John Locke, “all the world was America.”53 Europeans
looked at the new world, found there what they were looking for—proof
for both Rousseau’s “noble savage” and Hobbes’ “brute beast” in the “nasty”
state of nature—and used the data for European political ends.54 From this
it can be seen that Kuyper’s expectations, concerns, and motivations for
visiting and writing are best understood in the light of a long tradition of
travel and travel literature that definitively shaped the European vision of
America.
As a father recognizes both his own past and future in his son, so
Europe was able to see her own past as well as her future in her
transatlantic daughter. It is precisely by means of this double perspective that America was able to function again and again as the
perfect screen on which could be projected the discussions about
European culture.55

Abraham Kuyper, Alexis de Tocqueville, and Lord John Acton on American
Liberty
It is clear that Abraham Kuyper thought of himself as a pilgrim to a new
and exciting experiment in liberty, the wave of the future. He begins his first
Stone Lecture by describing himself as “a traveller from the old European
Continent,” overwhelmed by having arrived “on the shore of this New
World.” The contrast felt by such a pilgrim is that between “the eddying
waters of your new stream of life” and the “almost frostbound and dull”
old stream. The newly arrived pilgrim begins to realize “how so many divine potencies, which were hidden away in the bosom of mankind from
our very creation, but which our old world was incapable of developing,
are now beginning to disclose their inward splendour, thus developing a
still richer store of surprises for the future.”56
This opening passage of the Stone Lectures warrants the judgment that,
in addition to the organic metaphor favored by the Romantic tradition,57
Kuyper had what could fairly be called a romantic, or at least an idealized,
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view of America, including its glorious future. America was the home of
liberty in a way that Europe had not yet achieved. “America,” said Kuyper,
lacks no single liberty for which in Europe we struggle. In America
there is absolute liberty of conscience; liberty of trade and commerce; free participation by the citizens in all matters of public interest; a government which is responsible in all things; a small army;
few onerous taxes; liberty of organization; liberty of the press; liberty of public worship; liberty of thought. The administration of
justice is quick and cheap. No such thing as a privileged class is
known. There is common equality before the law without reservation. In America modern liberties flourish without limitation.”58

Kuyper’s enthusiasm is only mildly muted by his accompanying complaint
about “too much liberty” as well as the “Yankee spirit in the seaport towns
and among the money kings.” But even here, he notes, the fact that America
“is still very young,” has “had to receive within itself the degraded elements
of other climes,” and has a “vast extent of territory” that exposes it “to a
degeneration of its national character,”59 should lead one to be forgiving of
these excesses.
These observations of Kuyper are not singular; similar comments and
lists of liberties can be found in Tocqueville and Acton. Where Kuyper does
stand out, at least in terms of both the degree and intensity of his passion,
is in his insistence that American liberty is the fruit of Calvinism, even
particularly Dutch Calvinism.60 “As a political name,” he contends, “Calvinism indicates that political movement which has guaranteed the liberty
of nations in constitutional statesmanship; first in Holland, then in England, and since the close of the last century in the United States.”61 Kuyper
appeals to “authorities” who “acknowledge that Calvinism has liberated
Switzerland, the Netherlands, and England, and in the Pilgrim Fathers has
provided the impulse to the prosperity of the United States.”62 Since, in
Kuyper’s judgment, “the sun of freedom over America first rose over the
low countries of the Old Netherlands,” he notes with appreciation that the
nineteenth-century descendants of early Dutch American immigrants who
travel to Europe include the Netherlands on their itinerary. This reverse
pilgrimage, he says, has as its high point a visit to the Delft harbor, departure point of the Pilgrim Fathers on the Mayflower. According to Kuyper,
for such visitors Delft is a “sort of Mecca, sanctified by holy tradition.”63
The superiority of the American project in ordered liberty as well as the
uniqueness of America’s achievement had been noted earlier in the century
by Tocqueville64 and Acton.65 Both men also emphasized its fragility.66 None-
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theless, it is important to note key differences in the context of the three
men’s assessment of America. Tocqueville’s Democracy in America was written only a half-century after America’s constitutional settlement, within
one generation of the Second Great Awakening—“the most influential revival of Christianity in the history of the United States,”67—and during the
expansionist period of Jacksonian populism. His impressions thus come
from what is generally regarded in most respects as the apex of America’s
antebellum history.68 Though Tocqueville acknowledged that the social habit
of Christian moral practice could lead to an abundance of hypocrisy, he
judges that “nonetheless, America is still the place where the Christian religion has kept the greatest real power over men’s souls; and nothing better
demonstrates how useful and natural it is to man, since the country where
it now has the widest sway is both the most enlightened and the freest.”69
What was remarkable about this high level of religious activity, as
Tocqueville saw it, was the support that the Christian religion provided for
liberty. He recalls that the secularizing philosophes of the Enlightenment had
predicted the inevitable waning of religion. “Religious zeal, they said, was
bound to die down as enlightenment and freedom spread.” It was precisely
this dogma that Tocqueville’s American experience contradicted. “The first
thing that struck me on arrival in the United States,” he says, was “the religious atmosphere of the country…In France, I had seen the spirits of religion and of freedom almost always marching in opposite directions. In
America I found them intimately linked together in joint reign over the
land.”70 From this Tocqueville concluded that “for Americans the ideas of
Christianity and liberty are so completely mingled that it is almost impossible to get them to conceive of the one without the other.”71 Careful examination of this American conviction led Tocqueville to a more general
principle of human affairs. All who “sincerely wish to prepare mankind for
liberty” should encourage religious faith among citizens; when instead they
attack religious belief, they obey the dictates of their passions, not
their interests. Despotism may be able to do without faith, but freedom cannot. Religion is much more needed in the republic they
advocate than in the monarchy they attack, and in democratic republics most of all. How could society escape destruction if, when
political ties are relaxed, moral ties are not tightened? And what can
be done with a people master of itself if it is not subject to God?72

Apart from his more specific and intense reference to Calvinism, Kuyper
almost seems to be quoting Tocqueville when he draws the contrast between the European and American approach to liberty: “If with us it has
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every appearance that the liberty of the people must be purchased at the
sacrifice of the faith, there it is Calvinism which, according to the general
conviction, offers the surest safeguards for the continued possession of those
liberties.” Separation of church and state in America, Kuyper concludes,
does not come “from the desire to be released from church duties; on the
contrary, it starts from the consciousness that the welfare of the church and
the progress of Christianity demand this freedom and independence.”
Christianity’s influence in America is potent. Of the freest country in the
world, it is asserted by the man who knew it well “that the domestic morals
there are much stricter than in Europe, and that Christianity reigns without
opposition and is the common heritage of all.”73
America As Ideal and Reality
As each of our three pilgrims experienced America in the nineteenth
century, to what extent did the experiment in liberty actually measure up to
its own ideal? It is here that Lord Acton’s observations are the most important for our purposes because he alone addresses the serious crisis brought
about by the Civil War; Tocqueville, of course, could not and Kuyper did
not.74 Acton, however, in an 1866 address, did so directly.75 Prior to the
Civil War, he observes, “the United States had become an object of anxiety
or of envy to many, of wonder and curiosity to all mankind.”76 Unlike many
other British travelers to America—Frances Trollope and Charles Dickens
are good examples—Acton does not snobbishly look down on American
cultural accomplishments. “In literature at least,” he says, “I entirely dissent from the opinion which denies to Americans an honourable place
beside European nations.” Though languishing in certain arts such as poetry and painting, Americans are equals to Europeans “in political eloquence
and philosophy,” and “they surpass us as writers on the history of the continent and on the art of government.”77 The great American accomplishment is political:
In practical politics they had solved with astonishing and unexampled success two problems which had hitherto baffled the capacity of the most enlightened nations: they had contrived a system
of federal government which prodigiously increased the national
power and yet respected local liberties and authorities; and they
had founded it on the principle of equality, without surrendering
the securities for property and freedom.”78

It is this balance of ordered liberty, of equality with security that “is necessarily an impressive lesson to England. Our institutions as well as our na-
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tional character spring from the same roots, and the fortunes they encounter must serve as a beacon to guide us or as a warning to repel.”79
Up to the time of the Civil War, in Acton’s judgment, America’s example
overwhelmingly disproved the prevailing political dogma, reflecting “the
verdict of history,” namely, “that complete equality is the ruin of liberty,
and very prejudicial to the most valued interests of society, civilization, and
religion.”80 Thanks to her actual achievement of ordered liberty America
was justifiably the hope of the millions who crossed the ocean, as well as
additional millions “whose hearts and hopes are in the United States, to
whom the rising sun is in the West, and whose movements are controlled
by the distant magnet, though it has not drawn them away.”81 But, in 1866,
this is no longer true. “The time has come,” says Acton,
for all men to perceive that these judgments were premature. Five
years have wrought so vast a change, that the picture which I have
faithfully given of the United States as I found them under President Pierce could not be realized in the awful realities of the present
day…The Union which was founded and sustained by the attachment of the people has been restored by force, and the Constitution
which was the idol of Americans is obeyed by millions of humbled
and indignant men, whose families it has decimated, whose property it has ravaged, and whose prospects it has ruined for ever.”82

The legacy of the Civil War leads Acton to ask Lincoln’s question whether
“a nation so conceived can long endure,” whether the ideal itself as set
forth in the Constitution is not flawed. In particular, the question is whether
the will of the majority as the absolute and final law—Tocqueville’s “tyranny of the majority”83—is at odds with the concern to protect the rights of
the minority by established law. Acton cites Alexander Hamilton: “There
are certain conjunctures when it may be necessary and proper to disregard
the opinions which the majority of the people have formed. There ought to
be a principle in government capable of resisting the popular current. The
principle chiefly intended to be established is this, that there must be a
permanent will.”84 Over against this is the Jeffersonian conviction that there
is to be no “ perpetual Constitution, nor even a perpetual law” since “the
earth belongs always to the living generation.” Thus, “every people may
establish what form of government they please; the will of the nation being
the only thing essential.”85 The tension between these two viewpoints came
to a head in the struggle between the North and the South, but, according
to Acton, is rooted in a tension built into the very fabric of the American
political structure, a tension that he, like Kuyper and many others later,
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viewed as a straightforward debate between Thomas Jefferson and Alexander
Hamilton:
But it seems clear to me that if slavery had never existed, a community divided by principles so opposite as those of Jefferson and
Hamilton will be distracted by their antagonism until one of them
shall prevail; and that a theory that defines liberty with a single right,
the right of doing all that you have the actual power to do, and a
theory which secures liberty by certain unalterable rights, and founds
it on truths which men did not invent and may not abjure, cannot
both be formative principles in the same Constitution. Absolute
power and restrictions on its exercise cannot exist together.86

The “one decisive contrast between Europe and America” that exacerbates
the problem is that in America “society is cut adrift from the traditions and
influence of an ancient civilisation.”87 In America, “nothing is safe that is
not supported by popular favour. The ideas of past generations and of
civilised contemporaries are not permitted to share or to limit the absolute
authority of the present moment. The revolutionary principle which
Jefferson introduced cuts them off from one as completely as the Atlantic
separates them from the other.” While “history is filled with records of resistance provoked by the abuse of power” and in Europe “the people produce the remedy, in America they produce the cause of the disease. There is
no appeal from the people to itself.”88
Acton’s prognosis is not a happy one. A “degenerate republicanism terminates in the total loss of freedom,” and he notes that this has been “prophesied” about America.89 The only protection against the tyranny of a
centralized federal state is the division of powers into several states and
their legal freedom to join in confederacies with other states. The combination of Acton’s constitutional sympathies for the Confederacy along with
distaste for slavery leads him to this conclusion: “Slavery was not the cause
of secession, but the reason of its failure. In almost every nation and every
clime the time has come for the extinction of servitude.” However, in his
judgment, the Americans failed to carry out the needed emancipation with
proper safeguards against “incurable evils of another kind,” namely, moderating “the effects of sudden unconditional change,” saving “those whom
they despoiled from ruin, and those whom they liberated from destitution.” The emancipation of the American slave was “an act of war, not of
statesmanship or humanity” in which the slave owner was treated as an
“enemy” and “the slave [used] as an instrument for his destruction.” In
sum, “if, then, slavery is to be the criterion which shall determine the sig-
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nificance of the civil war, our verdict ought, I think, to be, that by one part
of the nation it was wickedly defended, and by the other as wickedly removed.”90
In Acton’s judgment, something precious in the human quest for liberty was lost and replaced by a
spurious liberty…that is twice cursed, for it deceives those who it
attracts and those who it repels. By exhibiting the spectacle of a
people claiming to be free, but whose love of freedom means hatred of inequality, jealousy of limitations to power, and reliance on
the State as an instrument to mould as well as to control society, it
calls on its admirers to hate aristocracy and teaches its adversaries
to fear the people. The North has used the doctrines of Democracy
to destroy self-government. The South applied the principles of conditional federation to cure the evils and correct the errors of a false
interpretation of Democracy.91

Evaluation of Kuyper’s Portrait of America
I have sketched Acton’s assessment of post-bellum America, particularly his evaluation of the constitutional consequences and costs of the
Union victory, to point to a serious lacuna in Kuyper’s portrait—his remarkable oversight of the Civil War, a fact undoubtedly affected by the
geographical limitations of his visit to Northern and Midwestern sites during the period of Gilded Age boom. This oversight also strengthens the
view that Kuyper’s primary purpose for providing a travel account of his
pilgrimage with its heavy emphasis on the “Dutch connection” and idealization of American liberty (the Holland-America line of liberty) was political. The Christian-historical imagination92 that fueled Kuyper’s own political
vision for the Netherlands could not rest on utopian dreaming; Kuyper
needed a working model of a political order that was Christian in its moral
sensitivity and ordering at the same time that it was free from the constraints and intolerance of a Constantinian, confessional state-church alliance, a volkskerk.93 Following Tocqueville’s lead, he believed America had
achieved this goal and, again like Tocqueville, wanted to use the American
example to emancipate a group of Dutch coreligionists less free than their
American counterparts. The story of Kuyper’s success in this venture will
have to be told elsewhere, but we need to acknowledge both the limits and
the value of Kuyper’s reading of the American experiment.
To begin with, the correctness of Tocqueville’s and Kuyper’s linkage of
religion and liberty, while still contentious, is even more strongly defensible as we stand at the close of the twentieth century. Here the direct in-
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volvement as well as the written work of Pope John Paul II94 in the quest for
liberty is powerful evidence. By now Tocqueville’s epigrammatic conclusion seems incontrovertible: “Despotism may be able to do without faith,
but freedom cannot.”95 Kuyper’s reading of history, too, though flawed in
key details, is however not altogether without merit. As James Bratt has
observed, “subsequent historiography has made some of his contentions
stronger now than they were then. Puritanism did have strong shaping
influence upon America, the War for Independence was not an anticlerical
Revolution, and Christianity commanded high public respect in the United
States still—perhaps especially—at the end of the nineteenth century.”96
Even at his nationalist best (or worst)—celebrating the Dutch connection—
Kuyper was correct in calling attention to the close and friendly links between the United States and the Netherlands, a linkage decidedly rooted in
a common love of liberty (as well as commerce).97
Kuyper erred by at the same time being too specific and too global in
his vision. The unnuanced specificity of tying himself to Alexander Hamilton
in order to refute Jefferson’s infatuation with the French Revolution was
more than compensated by his uncritical acceptance of the grand heliotropic myth of history’s inexorable westward journey.98 There are two mistakes
commonly made by those who, with vested interest, discuss the role of
religion in American life, particularly in relation to its political order: understatement and overstatement. Secular cynics understate, or, more often,
simply deny the important role of religion in establishing or maintaining a
free and prosperous society,99 while religious zealots may overstate the case
for a “Christian America.”100 Kuyper leans toward the second camp and his
mistakes—unnuanced use of key iconic figures and dependence on a grand
historical myth—serve as warning to those who wish to set forth a case for
the necessity of religion for a free polis: Make such claims carefully and
modestly. At the same time it is important to call the bluff of the
hyperscrupulous—those who point to errors of historical detail in order to
dismiss altogether the case set forth by Kuyper and others about the role of
the Christian religion in the founding of American institutions in efforts to
be inclusive, or (stated more pejoratively) politically correct. This also distorts historical truth at significant cost to the possibility of maintaining a
free and prosperous society.
We now conclude briefly on a more lighthearted note that nonetheless
illustrates the last point: the press reception of Kuyper’s Grand Rapids address on October 26, 1898. Both Grand Rapids newspapers—the Republican-leaning Herald as well as the Grand Rapids Democrat—carried news
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reports of the visit and lecture on October 27. The former included in its
headline Kuyper’s advice “not to vote the Democrat ticket” with the report
of an interview in which Kuyper is reported to have said that “he is a democrat himself, but that he is one in the Holland sense of the word, not in the
sense that it is popularly considered in America.” The latter failed to acknowledge this nuance and simply announced in its headline, “He is a
Democrat,” adding that the “distinguished Liberal Holland leader” was thus
“not bigoted or narrow.” This proved too much for its rival and led to The
Herald throwing down this political gauntlet in its headline: “Is not a Democrat…Misrepresentations…Hollanders are Indignant…Insult.” The skirmish
came to a close when The Democrat published a letter from Kuyper reiterating the difference between being a “Holland democrat” and an “American
Democrat,” along with a weak apology from the paper’s editor that included
the claim that if Kuyper “could study American politics for six months he
would be the hottest kind of Democrat.” Kuyper’s own polemical/journalistic heart must have felt at home and a grand Grand Rapids tradition was
inaugurated: “A true Calvinist (if not God himself) is a Republican!” “No!
A Democrat!” Plus ca change…The joys of a third way had not yet been
discovered.

Notes
1
A translated transcription of the address appeared in The Grand Rapids Herald, October
29, 1898. The citations that follow are taken from this transcription.
2
The reference is to “the splendid little war” (John Hay), the Spanish American War, that
was concluded some three short months after it began in April 1898.
3
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From 1872 until a few years before his death in 1920 Kuyper edited a daily newspaper, De
Standaard (The Standard) as well as a weekly, De Heraut (The Herald). There is thus a certain
fitting poetic symmetry to the publication of his Grand Rapids address by The Grand Rapids
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5
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6
Press accounts of his visits, in characteristic nineteenth-century journalistic fashion, paid
special attention to the lists of important people who had served as preparation committees
for the great man’s visit. See, for example, the report in The Grand Rapids Democrat, October
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7
On Kuyper’s visit to the United States, see his own reflections in A. Kuyper, Varia Americana
(Amsterdam and Pretoria: Höveker & Wormser, n.d.); cf. C. A. Admiraal, “De Amerikanse reis
van Abraham Kuyper,” in C. A. Admiraal et al., eds., Historicus in het spanningsveld van theorie
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Alexander Hamilton.
9
Nor was he singular as a European visitor who came to observe and write about the “new
world” for an “old world” audience. In addition to Alexis de Tocqueville and Lord John Acton
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